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Abstract 
The lengthy British rule has left an indelible effect on the musical heritage of Malaysia in which many current practices in music 
still hold on to British systems. Among others is the dependency on predominantly British music examination boards. The appeal 
in these foreign music examination boards is the structured system and the awarding of certificates based on levels of 
achievement which are recognized as international benchmarks. A number of problems are associated with the unavailability of a 
structured music examination system for Malaysian traditional music. Among others, there is an overemphasis on western music 
at the expense of promoting local music. In addition, there is no standard system for assessing the musical attainments and 
certification of those who practice Malaysian traditional music as compared to the mechanisms available for western arts music. 
This paper discusses these issues based on an ongoing research project aimed to examine approaches and to formulate a 
mechanism best suited to assess musical attainment of musicians involved in traditional music. The focus of discussion is on 
challenges and concerns in establishing a structured assessment system and certification standards based on the international 
music graded examinations model.  
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1. Introduction 
 
One of the main issues of concern stated in the Development of the Malaysian Music Industry Action Plan 
(2011-2013) launched by the Ministry of Information, Communication and Culture, Malaysia (2011) is the 
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development of human capital in the field of music. Having a local based mechanism to assess musical achievement 
was one of the strategies suggested towards this end. Music educators like Ross (2002), Choo (2003) and Mohd 
Fadzil & Thia (2005) have voiced the need to establish an accredited national body with the purpose of providing 
assessments of the achievements for music students with a localized examination curriculum and materials. 
Unfortunately, no serious attempt has been made to actualize the suggestion. Probably the anticipated uphill 
challenges and constrains have held back attempts to pursue the idea beyond the rhetorical stage.  
 
A number of problems are associated with the unavailability of a Malaysian music examination board. Among 
others, there is an overemphasis on western music at the expense of promoting local music. In addition, there is no 
structured system for assessing the musical attainments and certification of those who practice traditional Malaysian 
music as compared to the mechanisms available for western arts music. This paper discusses these issues based on 
an ongoing research project as an initial attempt towards realizing the establishment of a music examination and 
certification system for Malaysian traditional music. The focus of discussion is on challenges and concerns in 
establishing the structured assessment and certification standards based on the international graded music 
examinations model.  
 
2. Background of the Study  
 
Nettl (1985:3) stated that “the most significant phenomenon in the global history of music has been the intensive 
imposition of western music and musical thought upon the rest of the world”. In the case of Malaysia, the impact is 
great due to the lengthy British rule in the country in which it has left an indelible effect on the musical heritage of 
Malaysia. Many current practices in music still hold on to British systems. Of this is the dependency on 
predominantly British music examination boards such as the Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music 
(ABRSM), Guild Music Examination Board and the London College of Music Examination (LCME). The appeal in 
these foreign music examination boards is the structured system and the awarding of certificates based on levels of 
achievement which are recognized as international benchmarks. These examinations are indirectly supported by 
local universities and employers that require qualifications as criteria for acceptance.  
 
The ABRSM is the most popular and has been examining in Malaysia since 1947 and has ever since conducted 
examinations on an annual basis (Mohd. Fadzil & Thia, 2005). Currently, the ABRSM is the main international 
public music examination boards that operate in Malaysia. Since 1948, over one million candidates have enrolled for 
the ABRSM examinations in Malaysia (Ross, 2002). There are currently no less than 3,000 teachers with ABRSM 
qualifications in Malaysia who specialize in teaching Western music available for those who are interested to follow 
a course in learning to play a Western instrument (ABRSM, 2005). Evidently, music examinations is a multi-million 
dollar industry with a large outflow of the Malaysian currency being invested in taking these examinations yearly as 
there is no local music examination boards available (Ross, 2002).  
 
ABRSM had a significant impact on the musical culture of the Malaysian society and consequently on the 
perceptions Malaysian public have regarding music education in schools. The ABRSM representatives became 
consultants to the Ministry of Education and were the regular faces in the various activities such as the in-service 
courses held for music teachers by the Curriculum Development Centre particularly in the late ‘70’s and early ‘80’s. 
Meanwhile, Johami Abdullah (2010) cited that it was obvious that the content of the syllabus of music curriculum in 
Malaysian public schools was influenced by the syllabus of the ABRSM which emphasizes the teaching of western 
music rudiments, notations and western classical composers and repertoires. This does not come as a surprise given 
that all members of the curriculum committee who were involved in the design of the syllabus came from the 
ABRSM western music tradition background.  
 
Leung (2003) pointed out that in many Asian countries the western classical music traditions endangers the 
existence of local traditional music. The hegemony of western classical music traditions to much extent, accounts 
for the slow progress and the lack of success in the efforts of incorporating the various local music traditions in 
Malaysian schools. Almost three decades ago Ghouse Nasaruddin (1979:463) warned that Malaysians were 
becoming strangers to their own cultural heritage and were ignorant about local traditional and folk music. This 
situation is indeed alarming and if allowed to persist may jeopardize the future survival of Malaysian music 
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traditions as part of the nation cultural identity. Hence, like Ghouse Nasaruddin (1979:464) urged that there is a 
pressing need for action on the part of “the government and institutes of higher learning to counteract the various 
forces which can be detrimental to the existence and progress of the traditional performing arts”. Therefore it is 
timely that a Malaysian Music Examination Board to be established in order to not only recognises Malaysia 
traditional musicians but also to promote the learning of local traditional music genres. This research project 
hopefully could pave the way towards this end. 
 
3. Methodology of the Study 
 
The main aims of the research project are: (i) to explore approaches best suited to assess musical attainment 
which caters to the local needs of the Malaysian music industry, and (ii) to formulate a mechanism to develop and to 
assess musical attainment of musicians involved in traditional music. The study utilizes the qualitative approach. 
The initial phase of the study was basically desk work where secondary data are gathered. Reference materials on 
the teaching and learning traditions of traditional music were gathered from libraries, National Archives, Ministry of 
Information, Communication and Culture, State Arts Department, and the Malaysian Examination Syndicate. In 
addition, existing music examination systems for both western and non-western music traditions found in other 
countries were analysed.  
 
Phase two of the research project was conducted in the form of field work. The focus was on gathering and 
analysing how the different genres of local music traditions are being taught, learned, and performed. In addition, 
the elements within the music examination system such as criteria for assessment, repertoire, contents, training of 
examiners were gathered and analysed. For these purposes, interviews were conducted with practitioners, 
academicians, and representatives of the foreign music examination boards. Observation of the teaching and 
learning practices as well as performances were documented in the form of field notes and audio visual recordings. 
Phase three of the research project is focused on transcription of traditional music and analyses of repertoire and 
teaching methods. As schedule, currently work undertaken for this research project is still at this third phase. Lastly, 
phase four is the writing of the research report. 
 
4. Issues and Challenges 
 
Issues and challenges identified at this point of the research project that need to be addressed accordingly in 
establishing an examination system for Malaysian traditional music include the following: 
 
(i) Music education practice in Malaysia is organized more or less exclusively around the great tradition of 
Western classical music. This can be observed at all levels of institutionalized music learning, from the 
design of the curriculum right to the teaching approaches used in the classrooms. As a consequence, the 
Malaysian public tends to perceive music education in school as learning to play the western music 
instruments, the understanding of its music theory and notations, knowledge on the great composers and 
literatures of the western classical music traditions. Similarly, having trained and working exclusively 
within the framework of the western classical music tradition, music educators in Malaysia have come to 
accept the assumptions of this tradition as the universals of music. While music education practice that is 
based on the western classical music tradition framework has its limitations (see Walker, 1996, Campbell, 
2001, Kwami, 2001 and Hall, 2002), Malaysian music educators in general and policy makers in particular 
seem trapped and are unable to move out from this historically implanted perspectives. This misconception 
made it difficult for any effort to introduce local traditional music into formal music education including 
initiative to introduce a structured assessment and a standard certification system for local traditional music 
genres.  
 
(ii) The considerable consistencies and discrepancies that exist between traditional music practitioners 
interviewed in this study regarding teaching strategies, assessment processes and repertoire selection 
indicate the complex task and challenges to be faced in designing a standard curriculum and structuring an 
assessment method for the various local traditional music genres within the framework of a graded 
examination system. In addition, the lack of scholarly research regarding the teaching and learning 
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including assessment processes that occur in the various traditional music genres represents a significant 
problem in Malaysia music education. Hence, researches which focus on the pedagogical aspects including 
assessment of the various traditional music genres needs to be conducted. 
 
(iii) Malaysia music tradition encompasses a different philosophy and practice from the western music 
paradigm. Overlooking the distinctiveness of the local music tradition will bring implication to the process 
of teaching, learning and assessment which may include distorting the understanding of the cultural 
meaning of the music itself. Consequently, any attempt to introduce a standard and structured examination 
and certification system based on the international music graded examinations model might led to the act of 
cultural imperialism if those involved in the designing the examination curriculum are unaware of the 
underlying cultural meanings and concepts of local music traditions. Hence, the nature of the each music 
genre and the cultural context of its performance practice, teaching and learning process including its 
assessment method need to be taken into account when formulating a structured assessment and 
certification system.  
 
(iv) In the Western Classical Music Tradition, one of the most important aspects in music making and music 
learning is reading music notation. Consequently, sight-reading skill and playing using notation are 
important aspects assessed in international graded music examinations. Curriculum materials which include 
repertoire for music examination are presented in the form of music notations and scores. Contrastingly, 
reading music notation is not the authentic practice as far as most Malaysian traditional music is concerned 
either in teaching, learning or performing the music. While it is appropriate to teach, learn and perform 
music through music notation in western art music, the teaching, learning and assessment of most 
Malaysian traditional music genres using the same method may lead to several issues. The authentic 
practices of the local music traditions which belong to the oral-aural tradition may be lost when framed 
within the western music graded examination system model. This is another main issue that need to be 
addressed in introducing a graded examination system for local traditional music. The task becomes more 
challenging because music educators in Malaysia generally equate music reading with music learning.  
 
(v) Like most other non-western music traditions, Malaysia traditional music is transmitted to the younger 
generation through informal and non-formal education contexts. The learning process in the natural cultural 
context takes a longer time for an individual to acquire the musical knowledge and skills. As Nketia (1974) 
describes it, “an individual learn through observation and imitation and has to rely on [his] own eyes, ears 
and memory, and acquire [his] own technique of learning. Similarly all the instructors and musicians 
interviewed in this study stressed on the importance of ‘rasa and jiwa’ that is to feel the soul of the music. 
In their opinion ‘rasa and jiwa’ can only be achieved through good understanding of the music tradition as 
well as through appropriate techniques of playing in order to get the right touch. In addition, all the subjects 
interviewed stressed on the playing by ear as crucial in achieving the ‘rasa and jiwa’.  Notation to them is 
not that important despite not rejecting that some form of notations could, to certain extent assist in the 
learning process. 
 
(vi) In the western classical music tradition, music instruments are performed as solo instruments as well as 
being played in ensembles. Hence, most of the international graded music examination system offers 
curriculum and assessment for solo instruments. Unlike the Western art music instrument, most Malaysian 
traditional music instruments are traditionally performed as part of an ensemble. For example, all the 
gamelan instructors and musicians interviewed are of the opinion that students have to learn all instruments 
within the ensemble. They suggested that students’ skills of playing all the instruments found in the 
gamelan ensemble need to be assessed. This situation demands for not only a different approach in 
assessment but a more complex assessment process as compared to the assessment of solo instrumental 
players in the western music graded examination system.  
 
5. Conclusions 
 
The establishment of an assessment and certification system based on international graded music examination 
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systems for local traditional music is crucial for the future survival of Malaysia musical heritage. However, the 
effort towards the establishment of a system and standard is evidently quite challenging. Issues like authenticity 
and cultural imperialism need to be taken into considerations and addressed appropriately in order to ensure 
acceptance and success of the assessment and certification system to be developed.  
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